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ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENT: DIRECTED CREATIVE WRITING FOR
INTERMEDIATE LEVEL STUDENTS

Reyes 1. Fidalgo, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor of Hispanic Linguistics
Department of Hispanic Studies
University of Massachusetis-Boston

“The purpose of the test is to measure variance in performance of various sorts”, Oller
(1979). Testing has become such a natural part of instruction that we would not dare to
challenge its need in order to measure students' progress. Nevertheless, and despitc of the
progress of current, mentalist theories on teaching towards natural/communicative
approaches, many of the theorctical assumptions underlying contemporary testing arc
based on bechaviouristic views of cognitive development. (Fidalgo and von Schmidt,

1995).

If we consider the case of intcrmediate level foreign language courses we immediately
see the casc we are addressing in this paper. We have, on the one hand, a syliabus in
which students are expected 10 participate in classroom activities as well as write
somcwhat lengthy compusitions 1o successfully complete the course; on the other hand, a
student body who is not willing to participate out of lack of motivation (many of them
take classes just to fulfill foreign language requirements), frustration with their ability 10

express themsclves in the foreign language, or simply fear 1o public exposurc.

This presentation deals with classroom techniques to promote discussion for the
assessment of class participation, and explores creativily as an alicrnative way 1o

conventional methods of monitoring students’ language progress and performance. The
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care {ree, challenging nature of the exercises i 2ases motivation, takes away the fear of
public exposure, and makes leaming fun. It helps students to feel safe to explore and use

the language, and provides the instructor with opportunities to evaluate students' progress.

The difficubties instructors face in engaging students in speaking in a foreign language
become even more acute in writing exercises. Writing, of the four language skills, is
somchow understood 1o be the most difficult one, and it is supposed 10 be the last skill to
develop. This common understanding is probably due to the dual nature of writing.
which is, on the one hand a communicative act, and on the other, a very solitary task.
The initial difficulty of communicating with a low level of competence is compounded by
the lack of some of the same components that ease communication: factual exchange,

immediate feedback, cle.

While we should not artificially scparate the four language components, we have to be
aware of the fact that both receptive skills, lisicning and reading, rely on language
material organized and produced by the speaker or the writer. In reading, once intcracts
with the text and reccives the information to be processed: the possible isolation of the
task is broken either by interaction with the instructor or by the pre-reading activitics and
exerciscs. Listening functions very similarly: one interacts with the input provided by
the speaker, and there is a whole variety of information that can include all kind of clues

given by verbal and no-verbal communication.

If we, now, move onto the analysis of the productive skills, we can see that, again, there
is a difference between them; while in the speaking skill one can heavily rely on the

immediate feedback of the listencr, in writing this is not the case. Wriling is a variable,

[ &)
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open ended exercise in which the wriler 1s supposed to face alone a piece of paper witha

pen.

On the other hand, because wriling is a very solitary undertaking,

writers must make message adjustments alore. When you speak,

your listeners provide many kinds of feedback about whether you

are communicating clearly. When you write, however, you must

imagine the reader, imagine what the reader's purpose is--what his

or her questions about the topic will be--, imagine the impact of

your words are having, and decide, without any feedback, what

changes need to be made.

(Valdés, Dvorak and Hannum, ix)
Wriling in one's own language can be intimidating enough. 1 dare to challenge all of you
to think if there has never been a time in which, confronted with the task of writing in
your native language, you did not find yoursclves befuddled, hesitant, if aot outright
paralyzed, and wondering: What do | say? How do | say it? Where shall | start? This
attitude is more understandable in students writing in a foreign language for whem the
initial, and | would like to add, natural hesitation, is followed by their limitations in the

target language, which tum writing into a slow, frustrating process.

Then, how can we get our students 1o overcome the difficulties of wriing? The latest
research has produced several theories of what makes a good writer, but these theories
have been developed with established writers in their native language in mind. Still, they
arc uscful to us in the scnse that not only they provide us with an insight of the nature of

writing, but also because they analyze and divide writing into certain specific tasks.
Most authors see writing as a binary system. Bizell (1986) distinguishes between

composing and writing, a distinction in which the former refers to the process previous to

the final writing: choice of, and reflection about the topic, gathering of information,
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working on several drafts, revising, and the latier to the actual transcription of the
previous material into a final drafl. Dvorak (1986), on the other hand, distinguishes
between transcription, where the focus is the form, and composition, where the focus is
the effective development and communication of ideas, or in other words, the different
activitins that involve transferring thoughts lo paper. Their proposed components are
very similar: a first stage of composition foliowed by a second of transcription or writing
of what has been composed. Composition is, ther, equivalent to whal most instructors
who teach writing courses would recognize as the before-writing and correcting stages,

while transcription is equivalent to writing the final draft.

Kroll (1990) suggests that writing in a second language becomes even more complex
since, in this case, the problems of composing are compounded by difTiculties with the
new code. We can safely state that, at lcest over the fast years, much atiention has been
paid to, and efforts have been made to resolve the difficulties students have with grammar
and expression when faced with wriling in the new code. We have moved away from
traditional textbooks which saw grammar as the primary tool for writers, that based
evaluation mainly on the accidents of discourse: spelling, puncluation, morphology, and
syntax, rather than on the cssence of discourse; we have devised a whole scries of
techniques which includes in-class revision of grammatca! points, pecer and group
revision, and the common practice of matching mistakes with symbols Irom a code

known to and shared by students and instructors.

It will scem that we have managed to make the transcription-wriling stuge more
accessible to students of a sccond language by tuming it inlo a more communicative

process, by Icaving behind the notion that it is the students’ task to find and correct his/her
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own mistakes. At least, this seems to be the case at the advanced and superior levels.
Nevertheless, at the intermediate level, there are several steps to be taken prior to the final

stage which still present serious difficulties and which have not been addressed.

There is no possible discussion about the fact that students at the intermediate level know
less of thc foreign language code than at later stages, and that most of the writing they do,
if not all, is limited primarily as a support skifl. But it also happens that, following this
pattern, students are reduced (o write about routine activities, an exercise that does not
match with their more sophisticaled cognitive and conceptual development, which has
reached much higher stages. An illustration of what has just been said can be found in
the ACTFL guidelines of recommended contents for wriling at the intermediate level:

Content: Everyday topics such as: Personal biographical

information, activities, hoglbies. preferences, daily routine, lodging,

health matters, travel and transportation, school/work expericnces,

everyday events. (ACTFL, 1986)
All these topics refer to the students' personal experiences expressed in a linear,
mechanical manner, and we, instruclors, are more concemed about structure than about
building up their ability lo express themsclves, more focused on the form, than on
helping students to develop specific problem solving strategies. We are letting their level
of competence limit their expression of the world, instead of allowing their expression of
the world help build up their level of competence. The result of this approach is the
students' obvious frustration at their incapacity to express their ¢ «n meaning within the

limits of their developing competence in the foreign language.
In order to analyze this issue, who better than the students themselves to explain what the
real problems are when faced with writing in a foreign language? To that purpose we

5
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created a questionnaire, asking them to tell us what, in their experience, was it that made
wriling in a foreign language such a difficult task at this level. This questionnaire was
given 1o all the students, twenty one, beginning a third scmester Spanish language class.
All answers were read in detail before procecding to, first design, and then test the
creative writing activity designed for the purpose of bridging the gap belween wriling and
ffective communication. Of the twenty one answers, one third, seven, were selected al
random and numbercd from one to seven. Students were required to answer the

following questions:

QUESTIONNAIRE
How do you feel about writing in Spanish?
a. [ have no problem
b. My problem writing in Spanish is: (Check as many answers as
you need and explain why).
b.1. Vocabulary
b.2. Grammar
b.3. Lack of ideas
b.4. Difficulty to match ideas and expression
b.5. Working in isolation
b.6. Other.
As we explained before, one third of the students’ answers was selected al random, (the

number that appears in parenthesis refers to their alphabetical position in the class
rosier). Their answers 1o these questions were as follows:

1. "I can't make my ideas flow" (20}

2. "I think in English® (9)

3. "l am sort of OK writing in Spanish. If | know what | want to
write | am finc. If [ just want to sit down and start writing it 1s
difficult for me. Sometimes | do not know how to say things in
Spanish® (8)

4. "I do not expect to be able to cxpress mysclf really well. My
creativity in another language is limited® (3)

5. °I feel that it is very hard to write in Spanish. It is hard for me
because | have to translate from English into Spanish what 1 want

1o expiain, and, sometimes there is no translation, so I have to write
about only a few subjects* (18)

6
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6. "I still have problems expressing the ideas [ would hke o
correctly. I nced a larger vocabulary™ (7)

7. "I don't know as much vocabulary as [ want to, [ have to kecp

looking up because I am not sure if' | use the right words" (1)
Students confirmed the difficulty mentioned above to match their capacily of cxpression
in a foreign language with their actual knowledge of the world. As we can see, the main
problem seems to be the ability to relate ideas in the Spanish they know, or in other
words: tie match between ideas and expression. Some worded their problems as
problems with vocabulary and hew to say things in Spanish, some just assumed that
creativity is normally limited by dealing with a new code. About filty per cent of the
answers, i.c. numbers 2, 5, and 7, revcaled the use of a pattern which appears rather
frequently at the beginning and intermediate levels: when faced with wriling activitics,
students at these levels immediately revent to a word-for-word translation sirategy by
which they try to match LI and L2 cognitive code sysiems of conceptualization. As a
result of this strategy, students become painfully aware of their limitations in the new
code, and thus, overwhelmed with frustration towards writing, duc to their lack of

knowledge not only of the lexicon, but also of the structures of the new code.

[t is well accepied that writing assignments become less structured, less teacher directed,
and more creative in nature as students' competence increases. Therefore, it follows that
if we can help students by providing them with a clear frame of discourse structure, they
should be able to avoid the word-for-wond technique and focus on expressing their own
meaning and their knowledge of the world. Furthermore, while it can stili be used to
support what has been leaml in class, wriling does not necessarily have to be a burden,

nor an exercise done in isolation. On the contrary, it can be dirccted in an interdependent

7
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fashion, together with listening and speaking. Creutive writing within the communicative
approach will help us stress creativily, encourage interaction among the students and the
teacher, and reduce emphasis on form. If we want to prevent students' practice of relying
on their native code for the first stages of composing, and avoid wriling as a form of

translation, we should approach it from the targct language's cognitive code.

If we compare the ACTFL guidelines for wriling at the intermediate level with those of
the advanced and superior levels, we will notice that creative writing is not considered al
the former stage. Indeed, the first thought that comes to mind is how are they going to
write creatively if they have problems writing systematically? Yet, as we arc trying to
prove, this might bc a wrong assumption on our part. First, we should clearly decide if
writing in our second ycar curriculum is going to be kept as an isolated activity or if we
wanl 0 make it an interactive learning tool. Sccond, we have 1o find ways 10 maich
students’ cognitive levels of the world with their cognitive levels of the foreign language
code.

To that purpose, we designed an activily that integrates practice in listcning and spcaking
with the final purpose in mind of helping students express their world in writing: a
guided composition based on interaction, in which the four language skills are not
artificially separated. The goal of this integrative approach, which combines the usc of
the other language skills in contextualized, authentic communication, not only is to casc
their problems with writing in a foreign language, but also to incrcase their competenoe in
that language. Students start with listening and speaking, in interaction with the

instructor, who t_.omes a guiding tool, as well as among themselves, and the input
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provided in the target language at this (irst stage, is used for the initial stages of

composing, then for writing, and finally, for reading.

We started by telling students thal the whole class was going 1o write a short story
together. This first step accomplished one of our goals since there is usually a very low
level of anxiety when they engage in group work, and also raised students' curiosity to
see how a story could be written by a whole class. The first step of the activity consisted
of a precommunicative cxercise. After cxplaining to them that a short story should have
narration, descripuon, and dialogue, -ve set the grammatical paramcters for this type of
discourse by reviewing the structures likely to be used for this purposc. It included a
review of the uses of the preterite for narration, jmperfect for description, ser for

conditions of being, estar to express changes of state, tener plus poun to express

reaclions, and a mention to the necessary agreement between nouns and their adjacents in
Spanish. The review did not, and should not, lake longer that five, scven minutes, and we
should avoid 100 much emphasis on the grammatical aspects since they will be naturally
reinforced by the instructor through the clicitation, and error cormection techniques used

in this exercisc.

It is also imporiant to realize that visual aids are excellent means to promote discussion
and to focus students' attention on specific details. Drawings, flash cards, transparencies,
cic., can be used as promplts to create the story. Nevertheless, since it is the students' task
lo develop a plot, we should avoid visual aids that provide too many stages. One single
image, or a set of two, with one set up for the beginning and another sct up for the end,

provides enough input to work with. while helps to enhan e creativily. We chose the

10
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latter possibility, and showed the students an image to slast the story and a second one to
guide them towards a possible, still open, end.

The success of this writing activity is based on the careful use of elicitation techniques in
the composing stage, and thercfore we should keep in mind several factors whilc we elicit
responses from the students. [nstructors have to be aware that they only intervenc as
facilitators, as guiding tools, and they should avoid providing too much input or
interfering excessively with students' choices for the plot, both grammatically and in
terms of content. The instructor's funclion is to facilitate the flow of idcas by asking
yuestions adequate to the purpose, and to help with the organization of these ideas once
they have been expressed by the stuoents themselves. The avoidance of 20 much
interference can be casily achicved by preparing 2 list of questions relevant 1o the topic,
in which special precautions have beon undertaken to make sure that the type ol questions
selected fulfills two main rcquirements: the grammatical form corresponds 1o the
structures reviewed, and they are questions that require specific information. The use of

yes/no questions should be minimized as much as possible.

In the third and fourth scmesters of a forcign language curriculum, students ought 1o be
able to describe people and situations, to talk aboul feelings and reactions, about likes and
dislikes; and thcy should be able to do so both in the present and in the past. According
to this level of competence in the foreign language, they should be prepared w answer
from simple questions such as: what place is this?; where is the place?; who is this
person?; what is histher name?; what is he/she doing there?, which require very basic
structures and verbal tenses, 1o more complex ones such as: why did he/she think of

coming to this placc?; what was in his/her mind when he/she made that decision?, where

10
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the emphasis has shifted from rcpeating simple structures to providing information that

requires a more complex process of conceptualization.

While students are fabricating the plot of the story, instructors’ task is to reinforee both
the use of the appropriate structures and the organization of the content. For the latter,
some notes wrillen on the board should suffice, for the former, since this is a
communicative exercise, we ought to sclect a technique that does not break down
communication. We opted for indirect error correction, and the reinforcement of the
adequate grammatical structures was done by repeating the answers with the right format.
Once this step was over and we had gathered enough information, we then asked students
to work in groups of four people and to start organizing all the data in paragraph form.
They were not allowed 10 use dictionarics, instead the:- were told to ask questions, in the
target language, to their classmates, both inside and outside the group, or to the instructor,
who would not translate into English, but paraphrase the word or phrase in Spanish. To

summarize, the only language allowed was Spanish.

We used a whole class period of {ifty minutes for the brainstorming und the first stage of
composition. After that, students were sequired w finish the work as homework, and they
were encouraged to make as many changes to the plot as they wished, and to contact
classmates to do the work if they necded to, or felt like it. The result of the complete
aclivity were compositions that had great more substance and content to them, a
reduction of seventy per cent of errors common at this level of competence, and, even
more important, & very positive reaction among students towards writing in the forcign
language as it can be seen in the comments they wrote in their evaluation of this writing

technique. Their comments were the folluwing:

"
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1. *This method of creative writing would certainly help me wrile

in Spanish because we don't really think this way whenever we

wrile in English. Writing in Spanish is generaily more difficutt

because wmwm%a But this
| seems. 1o break de these barriers for me" )

2. "The short story writing lecture was definitely a great way lo
make the learning of different aspects of Spanish fun. 1 enjoyed
making up such a detailed story and an ending just from two
pictures. It wasn't until the lecture that | realized that an entire
short story could be written with the level of Spaaish that we
know. T have 1o say that it was nheneﬁc:al exercise and I learned a
lot and recalized how far i o) ] streich® (3)

3. "I really liked wnung a shorl story as a group in Spamsh I

communi s h's alo an enjoyable way o
leﬂm Spanish* (1)

4. "I think the technique in class was very useful for a class with
the same level of Spanish. One of the bl est problems [ huve in

Spanish is vocabulary and this to put vocab
W" N

5. "1 really enjoyed the creative writing activity. It was a lot of fun
and l thmk we should do it more ofleil:e It let me praclice my

g_mgn Thls actwuy also helped in gctung the enurc class
ng;rol\cd. Overall this was a very good experience for cveryone”
(

6. "The learning technique presented Friday was effective and
would be a gcod way o teach a class. The technique aids in the

retention of vocabulary and s ng in general because a lot of
d:alogue takes plaoe. The mﬁ::dyg gl]g}!g [g[ a lot of gmuvux

O €XPang vocanuian OIS
l:mf.tn@umuiundﬁmm The visual aids Pmmm
creativity. The technique gives the student more control over what
they leam and how they learn. This is good because the student
will remember more® (20)

The creative writing exercise that we participaled in during our last
Spanish class was very beneficial. Not only did we learn ncw
vocabulary as we brainstormed the events of tue story but the
teacher also had us focus on a certain verb tense. 1 have problems
remembering how (o apply the numerous verb tenses, I can
memorize one and use it correctly, but remembering them all is

13
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more challenging. | believe this project was a great way 1o
st imaginative mi as_wi t o

S,‘p_guhﬂmmg_gmu Overall, I think this project is very
effective and applies many of the skills needed in educating
students in a foreign language. (8)

As we can see from these comments, and as we saw in the final drafis of the directed
crealive wriling exercise, the integration of the four language skills together with the use
of adequate elicitation techniques and a communicative approach to writing, has proven
to be a more than adequate bridge between the students' cognitive level of knowledge of
the world and their cognitive level of the foreign language code. The excellent results
towards fulfiliment of curricular expectations were only superseded by the students'
enthusiasm at discovering their real communicative abilities in the foreign language, and
the "break down”, as one of them worded it, of the barriers between concepts and
cxpression which made writing in the new code a fearful und frustrating cxpericnce at the

intermediate level.
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